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Abstract In this chapter I look at how socio-cultural change should be understood in contem-

porary society. My focus will be Europe, though some of what is discussed has more general

application, at least to western societies. I discuss the concept of the ‘postdigital/digital’ and

argue for locating this concept in a wider and more sociological framework. Essentially, I am

interested in how socio-cultural change plays out today and to what extent cosmopolitanism is

part of thepicture. I argue that cultural change cannot be explained onlyby reference to culture;

it is also necessary to consider wider structural change.

Introduction

How to understand socio-cultural change today?1 What key markers of socio-cul-

tural change come tomind?Thedigital, cosmopolitanism, generational shifts, post-

truth and conspiracy theories, post-material values (including life-styles and iden-

tities), and,within Europe, the consequences of Europeanism are some examples of

phenomena that can be seen in terms of socio-cultural change. Climate change can

be included, for it too is a cultural matter, not simply a political or structural one,

in that it has an existential dimension and is expressed on the level of the symbolic

and is now part of the cultural model of society in that contemporary societies now

interpret themselves through climate politics. All of these examples are related to

shifts in self-understanding and collective identities.

In this chapter I discuss the big picture of major transformations in the socio-

cultural make-up of contemporary society, with a focus on the specificity of the Eu-

ropean context. In view of the interest in this volume on the digital/postdigital and

1 This essay was delivered as a keynote lecture for the Conference “Cosmopolitanism in a Post-

digital, Postmigrant Europe, and Beyond”, 27 June 2023. My thanks to the conference orga-

nizers Roman Lietz and Fergal Lenehan.
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36 Theoretical and Methodological Reflections

its relation to Europeanism – which I prefer to call Europeanization – I will give

particular attention to the claim that we are living in a postdigital age.

I have used the term socio-cultural to highlight the fact that a feature of culture

– not just today – is that it cannot be separated from the social domain, in the way

that older and now largely discredited views of culture took for granted, for example

the idea of a high culture uncontaminated by society or the idea of cultural anarchy,

a mismatch between the cultural sphere and social reality.

As a starting point, I see culture (beliefs, values, meaning, traditions, identi-

ties etc.) as entailing symbolic, normative-ethical, aesthetic, and cognitive dimen-

sions. It contains the imaginary and is the site of learning.We know now from phe-

nomenological sociology that culture consists of practices; it is performative and

constructed, in the sense that it is not fixed or given, and it is material. Culture is

embodied in social reality, and it is political and thus contested, the site of struggles

over power andmeaning.

I would also like to assert that from a sociological perspective an analytical dis-

tinction needs to bemade that distinguishes the cultural dimension of society from

the structural (economy, state, the biochemical, and material foundations of soci-

ety) and also from the political. In reality, these are not separate from each other,

but they have to be analytically separated. So, cultural change can occur before or

after structural change.They relate to each other in complex ways.

Major Structural Transformation in Contemporary Society

Today, there is a major transformation in the structural context.We are in a period

that can be characterized as the end of stability, at least as far as western or Euro-

pean societies are concerned.The period since 1945 was one of exceptional stability

and one in which peace also reigned. It was, to be sure, a European peace and one in

which several dictatorships (in Central/Eastern Europe and the Iberian peninsula as

well as Greece) survived and was, for a time, compatible with colonialism.This so-

cial world was based on industrial capitalism, the geopolitics of the cold war, highly

rigid gendered divisions, conventional morality sustained by fairly strong social in-

stitutions such as the family and churches, all of which domesticated society. The

structural context that was the basis of this social and political order has gone, be-

ginningwith the crises of the 1970s, the rise of neoliberalism, the fall of theEuropean

dictatorships, the end of the cold war, and globalization etc.

Two main perspectives dominate any account of social change. One that sees

change occurring within a broader situation of stability, continuity or persistence

as the dominant trend; and one that sees change in the present crisis and transfor-

mation.The former position, I think, has been refuted by historical events.
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Thecurrent situation ismarked by a strong sense of rupture that comeswith the

final end of the era of stability.This is not primarily one of cultural, or socio-cultural

change, but of structural change as well as political change. The model of capital-

ism that developed with neo-liberalism, essentially one of global markets, global-

ization and the dominance of financial capitalism, has entered into a serious crisis,

with a return to protectionism andwith that political authoritarianism. In Streeck’s

(2014) terms, capitalism is quite literally running out of time, having successfully

postponed the day of reckoning through various strategies of ‘buying time’. In addi-

tion, there is the dual crisis of climate change and energy, the latter exacerbated by

the war in Ukraine.

The result of this situation is a deepdivision inmost societies between thosewho

canbedescribedas the ‘winners’ and the’ losers’of globalization.Therearenowmany

examples of a 50/50 divide – deeply engrained social and political polarization – in

western democracies between what can also be characterized as a conflict between

the post-national political community and the nationalist one (Delanty, 2018; Flig-

stein, 2008). In otherwords, there is a newdivision between thosewho largely iden-

tify with national culture and those whose horizons have been extended beyond the

limits of the traditionalmarkers of class andnation. In the context of the post-2008-

10 upheaval following the financial crisis that began in 2008 this set the conditions

for a further cultural and political clash between two very broad spectrums of the

population, which can also be termed “nationals” and “cosmopolitans”. The result-

ing polarization is not just the outcome of different cultural values spheres, but of

a deep transformation within capitalism.The illusion that capitalism is something

everyone benefits from is now no longer a credible claim, in view of the stagnation

of wages, major income disparity and a supra wealthy global elite (Turchin, 2023).

This has driven a deep wedge in contemporary societies and, as Peter Turchin has

shown, has brought about a major transformation in the political landscape in the

United States, to the point that democracy is in danger.

This conflict plays out in different ways, including across generations, but there

is a general clash between the radical or populist right (with the support of the ex-

treme right) and the centre groundaswell as the left.This is reflected in, for example,

the politics regarding climate change. In western countries at least, it appears to be

the case that climate change is regarded as high priority by the educated urbanmid-

dle classes, but very low priority for other groups.This difference maps across pat-

terns of social polarization that are evident in the support basis for Brexit in the UK

and for Trump in the United States and generally for support for right-wing pop-

ulism. It also plays out in adherence to conspiracy theories, which have become a

feature of political culture today.

Capitalism has produced a new class of the precariat and has underlined the se-

curity that themiddle class once enjoyed.However, the resulting clash is not simply

a cultural clash, as in the notion of cultural wars between the winners and the losers
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of globalization, for there are no real winners. The cultural wars are driven by the

transformation in work, and by the lack of security and precarity that now extends

into the middle class (Asmanova, 2020). The Covid-19 Pandemic exacerbated these

trends. It should be noted that these groups, which I have referred to as cosmopoli-

tans and nationals, are not tightly defined or homogenous, but are rather internally

variable and volatile.

Finally, there is the context of the war in Ukraine, with the ever-present danger

of an escalation leading to nuclear war but themore likely prospect of a ‘forever’ war

betweenUkraine (and hence Europe) and the Russian Federation.This situation has

led to a new Iron Curtain, and a new global division that re-organizes themulti-po-

lar world that appeared to be taking shape in the 1990s between the U.S. and China.

According to Branko Milanović (2019), there are now two types of capitalism com-

peting with each other, liberal meritocratic capitalism and political authoritarian

capitalism, including failing democracies.

So,my argument so far is that I do not think any account of cultural change can

ignore the structural situation (both in national societies and in the global context)

and themajor crises of our time,which I have briefly sketched here. In other words,

cultural change cannot be explained only by reference to culture.

The Concept of the ‘Post’

Before going to the question of cultural change and the vexed question of the post-

digital, let me begin by addressing the notion of a ‘post’-phenomenon, which I have

already invoked twice (post-material) and can easily add ‘post’ to cosmopolitanism,

as in ‘postcosmpolitanism.’What does it mean to say something is post and is this a

helpful term?

As I understand it, the prefix ‘post’, in themost meaningful sense possible indi-

cates (1) that something is at a sufficiently advanced stage whereby by the continued

use of the term without the qualification ‘post’ would see only the old form and not

the emerging new shape, which contains elements of the old and the new.

It can also (2) imply a strong critique of the phenomenon as a redundant concept

to describe something that has ceased to exist or (3) in a yet stronger form it refers

to ‘something’ that never in fact existed, an illegitimate category.

Thus, to take the most famous post concept, the postmodern. The most useful

rendition of the term I suggest is that of Zygmunt Bauman, who in Legislators and

Interpreters, one of his most interesting books, defined the postmodern as a reflec-

tive stage of themodern,modernity taking a critical look at itself (Bauman, 1987). In

this sense, it is not something fundamentally new, but integral to modernity itself.

In the second sense I indicated, as in Lyotard’s famous definition inThe Postmodern

Condition, it signals a rupture with modernity, which is no longer a relevant term to
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understand the present (Lyotard, 1984 [1979]). Then, in this vein, we have Latour’s

stronger argument inWe Have Never Been Modern that modernity is not necessarily

coming to an end – it never existed in the first place (Latour, 1993 [1991]). In other

words, it is a mistaken or illegitimate term to begin with (Latour, of course, did not

use the term postmodern, but it was implicit in his argument and often used in this

sense).While similar, all three signal differentmeanings of the notion of ‘post,’ with

the first two being the principal meanings. My view is that the first use, as in Bau-

man’s use of the term, makes the most sense. In any case, Lyotard’s argument has

been mostly contested since it is based on a caricature of modernity and does not

take account of the many counter-currents that have been as much constitutive of

modernity as the ‘grandnarratives’ that he seesdebunkedby thepostmodern,a term

that was later used by Frederic Jameson and David Harvey as the condition of late

capitalism.

I would like to suggest that all three senses of the post can be found in the no-

tion of the postdigital. Lack of clarity gives rise tomuch confusion andmuch confu-

sion remains. As indicated, my view is that the most meaningful use of the term is

the first sense, namely the idea that the phenomenon – be it the digital, modernity,

American, the west – continues (it is not at an end) but has undergone a sufficient

degree of transformation that its continued use fails to recognize the changed cir-

cumstances of the present context. This applies to the whole of culture and relates

to the problem of the ‘in-between,’ the time of crisis and transformation. I think we

can discard the third sense and the second is highly problematic – i.e. that the phe-

nomenon is passé.

A further problem of course relates to how one should know where we stand in

history? If the post refers to the end of something and the beginning of a new era,

how do we know that a new era is about to start? We may be at the beginning of an

era, as the notion of the Anthropocene suggests.This notion challenges the very idea

of the post.

Before proceeding further, I would like to comment on another problem with

the post concept, since what I just argued is not a vindication of the term. It can

too easily be just a bad theory. Here is why. Post-arguments, as in the notion of the

postmodern, are essentially corrective arguments, unless they are very strong ar-

guments, as in Lyotard’s thesis, which I think has been invalidated.That is to say, a

post-argument is a corrective of an argument that needs to be qualified. Now, with

the passage of time the corrected position comes to be accepted as the only reason-

able one. I think that was Bauman’s position, namely a more critical and reflective

interpretation ofmodernity than outright rejection and an announcement of some-

thing entirely new.While I agree with this attempt to bring a stronger dimension of

self-problematization to bear on the phenomenon in question in order to correct a

problematic theory, there is the danger that one of the other senses of the term be-

comes, in effect, a substitute for the loss of meaning of the old term. Even if this is

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839475324-003 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839475324-003
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


40 Theoretical and Methodological Reflections

not the case, there is the problem that the corrective becomes in time the newnorm,

when in fact it is based on a correction of an illegitimate theory or concept.My view,

then, is thatmany of these post arguments are based on bad theories of the past that

have been used to interpret the present.

This is the case with the notion of the postdigital (which I discuss later). How-

ever, there is a sense in which it can be meaningful, as in the claim that the digital

revolution is now over (assuming this to be true) and that digitalization is the cur-

rent reality of contemporary society. This reasoning could also apply to the notion

of post-modern society:Themodern has arrived everywhere, it is no longer new. So,

once we have agreed on that, we can continue to use the term, digital, modern etc.

My conclusion then is that the prefix ‘post’ is not ultimately helpful. One problem

nevertheless remains: Since almost every concept in social science is contested, we

can easily have a situation in which every concept is defined as a post-concept. Erik

Swyngedouw (2020) has argued that, for the discipline of geography, there is now a

post-political condition in which solutions that oppose the existing regime are con-

structed as impossible. But what does this really mean? In effect, it means nothing

more than the condition of hegemony,where the given order, in this neo-liberalism,

is naturalized and cannot be criticized. Considering that market-based politics are

indeed questioned, and while dominant are not hegemonic, this is a problematic

argument.

Perhaps, one way of overcoming some of these conceptual problems is not to

over-burden a concept as a theory.The notion of the postdigital can onlymake sense

when located within the context of a wider theory of social change.

Major Socio-Cultural Change Today

My argument in the foregoing is not what it may appear to be, namely a pedantic

exercise. I wanted to draw attention to an aspect of cultural change, which is that

cultural change over the past three decades or so has now come to an end. The

new has arrived, but it is nothing new anymore. That is to say, the tremendous

transformations brought about by the internet, the new social movements of the

1970s/1980s, European integration, the end of the Cold War, globalization and the

cosmopolitanism that was a feature of the 1990s have reached a point at which they

are no longer transformative.That is obviously not to say that an endpoint has been

reached, but their transformative potential has been reached, if not exhausted.

These movements have crystalized and only their consequences remain, but they

continue as important currents in our historical present. We cannot say that they

have simply vanished.

Let’s take some examples.TheNewSocialMovements that came to the forefront

of politics in western societies since the 1960s have now been largely exhausted of
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their revolutionary impact. Feminism is nothing new anymore (which is not to say

it has not achieved its aims or that it no longer exists). Emancipation can be asmuch

the rallying call of the extreme right as of the left. As we know from the writings of

Foucault, the pursuit of emancipation can be the basis of new kinds of domination

which appear as forms of emancipation. The New Social Movements of the 1970s

are in any case now the old ones. The new ones are Black Lives Matter [BLM], eco

movements, for example, as regards progressive politics, and there is a plethora of

social movements of the right, which all see themselves as emancipatory.

Europeanizationfits into this patternwhereby aprocess enters into amore com-

plicated situation with numerous crisis tendencies and counter-currents.The post-

SecondWorldWar project of European integration is widely believed to be in crisis

today. But is it? Examples of crisis tendencies include some of the following.There

has been aweakening of internal cohesion; since 2016 Brexit has been amajorweak-

ening of the EU as an economic bloc; the problem of non-compliant members, e.g.

Hungary and general political instability as a result of the growing dominance of

the extreme right; eastern enlargement has stalled with several members of the for-

mer Yugoslavia frozen out (Serbia,Montenegro, NorthernMacedonia) as well Alba-

nia; uncertainty around Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo, and Turkey probably per-

manently out. Sleaze in the European Parliament has added to the EU’s legitimacy

problem. The rise of new authoritarian regimes on the margins of the EU, princi-

pally Russia and the Russian-Ukrainian war, presents a serious challenge that the

EU is ill-equipped to handle.The EU was born of a desire to prevent war in Europe.

While war within the European Union is now the past of Europe, the reality today

is that war has come to haunt Europe again as the current war will in all probability

morph into a frozenwarwith a permanent threat to security resulting from theneed

to protect Ukraine, which will inevitably acquire unionmembership.

However, without going further into the woes of the EU, I do not think these

crises mean Europeanization is in terminal decline or there is a deep legitimacy

problem or some kind of systemic fault. On the contrary. Rather, many of its ob-

jectives – for example, peace between France and Germany – have been realised.

New problems inevitably arise when the old ones have been solved. In many ways,

its success has led to the onset of new problems. European integration is simply an

accomplished fact; it is no longer aproject.European societies havebeen irreversibly

Europeanized.This is true too of Brexit Britain. In fact, Brexit – aside from being a

catastrophe for the UK; it is an example of a failed project which is now deemed to

have officially failed – demonstrates the impossibility of leaving the EU, or at least

the impossibility of leaving behind Europeanization. It has served as a warning to

others. Strangely, in this case the recognition of failure does not extend to regret.

We may nonetheless see a gradual process of re-alignment with the UK slowly re-

turning to the EU. It should also be noted that the nation-state itself is also in crisis

– the idea that the EU is in crisis in contrast to stable nation-states is a myth.
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The European project has from the beginning been a multi-tiered and perhaps

also amulti-speed project that does not require the abolition of the nation-state but

its structural transformation. As with any process of integration, there will be de-

grees of re-balancing and re-structuring (see Jones, 2018, Patberg, 2020). So, I do

not see a return to something historically prior.This is also the case with Brexit:The

UK has not gone back to where it was before it joined.The current situation regard-

ing the EU is rather one of partial reversals and reorientations. The EU may not be

going forward to ‘ever greater union,’ but is also not going backwards. A pertinent

example is that since the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 there has

been a re-orientation of the EU around a common security and energy policy.

Letmegive a short digressionona relatedmatter. I have argued in variouspubli-

cations thatEurope today is ‘post-western’, in the sense that it is no longerdefinedby

the context of the ColdWarwhen it was largely shaped by thewestern core states al-

lied to theUSA (Delanty, 2003, 2006). Since 1989,Europe has been redefined in away

that encompasses the wider diversity of civilizations that have constituted its his-

tory. This, what I have referred to as an ‘inter-civilizational constellation’, includes

the relationship to Russia, as it does the Byzantine, Jewish, and Muslim heritages.

The term captures the sense of multiple and entangling civilizations, as opposed to

a singular and now discredited notion of ‘Western Civilization’ and its modern suc-

cessor ‘TheWest.’ Inspired by T.W.Adorno’s use of the term, the concept of a constel-

lation suggests a pattern that is not underpinned by a fixed or objective structure.

Where does cosmopolitanism fit into this picture? This is more complicated

since the term hasmanymeanings. I do not use it in the sense of world government

or the overcoming of the nation-state by some kind of supra-national body, nor

do I use it as a highly normative term to describe a desirable state of affairs. Cos-

mopolitanism, as I see it, is essentially a condition of openness to the world. It is

expressed in the opening or expansion of horizons–not just the fusion of horizons–

and comes into play in the encounter of the Self with the Other whereby a shift

in self-understanding takes place. In this sense, cosmopolitanism accords with

the logic of dialogue, since dialogue entails incorporating the perspective of the

other. So, this is a hermeneutic understanding of cosmopolitanism but one that is

also critical in that it goes beyond mere understanding, beyond the other to self-

problematization and a questioning of what was previously taken for granted (see

Delanty, 2009, 2019).

The appeal of cosmopolitanism can be accounted for as an alternative to the vi-

olent nationalism that was a feature of much of the 20th century, but also due to the

desire for a normative critique of globalization. Rather than being an affirmative

condition, it is transformative and is produced by social struggles. It is arguably

the case that despite widespread anti-cosmopolitan trends, there has been a world-

wide increase in the recognition of cosmopolitan principles and the carriers of it are

more likely to be oppositional movements seeking to advance global social justice.
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In this sense, it is more of a ‘bottom up’ movement than one deriving from global

elite culture or transnational institutions. The notion of a rooted cosmopolitanism

has been invoked to capture this notion of an everyday cosmopolitanism.The recep-

tion of cosmopolitanism in the social sciences, as well as in post-colonial thought,

whereby cosmopolitanismbecomes linkedwith empirical social phenomena,makes

it difficult to claim that cosmopolitanism is only an elite phenomenon or something

that has somehow failed. It is increasingly associated with the claims to rights of

groups previously excluded from political community.

There is no doubt that the current situation has seen the rise of counter or anti-

cosmopolitan trends. But these do not define the present. I am also suggesting, in

line with the argument I have established, that cosmopolitanism is no longer some-

thing new. But that is not to claim that the present is an era of cosmopolitanism.

Cosmopolitan currents are an inextricable aspect of contemporary society; but so

too are the counter-currents.

To be sure, a significant shift in political discourse has taken place in recent

times, but not a major transformation in the EU, which has remained remark-

ably stable. The resurgence of nationalism does not alter the fact that the world is

more interconnected than it is divided. Anti-cosmopolitan currents have certainly

become more pronounced, but like all movements they are fraught with contra-

dictions. The 1990s saw a rise in cosmopolitanism but a drop in labour protection,

which unleashed anti-cosmopolitan trends. For all of these reasons, I do not think

it makes much sense to say that cosmopolitanism is exhausted, or indeed the con-

trary, that we live in a cosmopolitan world.The reality is that cosmopolitanism is a

force in the world, as is anti-cosmopolitanism. Social reality cannot be understood

as a zero-sum condition, whereby something is either absent or present. It makes

more sense to see degrees of a phenomenon present.

In this context, we can consider the notion of post-migrancy, a concept I take to

refer to a situation that exists inmany European countries, but by nomeans all, but

especially those Western European post-colonial societies, such as Britain, France,

Belgium, and the Netherlands, that experienced waves of migration from their for-

mer colonies since the 1950s. In some cases, this includes migration from the south

to the north of Europe and Turkishmigration toWest Germany. In all of these cases,

migration transformed the host societies such that, as vividly illustrated by Britain,

there is no longer a clear-cut native culture, assuming there ever was one.This has

led to a changedunderstanding ofmulticulturalism,which is no longer premised on

the existence of amajority culture that tries to accommodateminority cultures.The

reality is that themajority culturehas been transformed. In that sense,wehavepost-

migration societies, that is societies that have already been transformed by migra-

tion (and not societies that no longer havemigration). Again, this also demonstrates

the futility of Brexit, which was driven by the desire or fantasy of a specific segment

of society to return to a world in which Britain was inhabited by white people.
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Another feature of socio-cultural change that I would like to discuss is genera-

tional change. Following Karl Mannheim in a classic essay, generations are not just

a group born at the same time but have an identity shaped by the events that de-

fine their cohort, which may be a traumatic event or a major historical experience

(Mannheim, 1952 [1927]).The notion of a generation reveals the impact of major de-

mographic trends. Let us look at some examples,mindful thatmany notions of gen-

erations are loose popular terms, not socio-scientific concepts.

Baby Boomers: Those born circa 1945/6–1964/5 (sometimes seen as born in the

1940s and 1950s). The term was created by the U.S. Census Bureau, but it includes

the ’68 generation, i.e. those who went to university in late 1960s, many of whom

were agents of cultural and political change in Europe (the 1968 generation were the

first of the baby boomers, born in post-1945 period).

Generation X: Those born in mid 1960s–1980s, the era of “alienated youth” who

grewup in the emerging neo-liberal era.The termapparentlywas coined byDouglas

Coupland’s 1991 novel Generation X.

Millenniums (or millennials): Those born in the early 1980s to mid-1990s, the

generation who grew up in amore globalized era, but one that was also neo-liberal.

TheMillenniums brought racial and cultural diversity to themainstream and can be

characterized as “cultural omnivores”, i.e. for whom there is no distinction between

high and low culture (see de Vries, 2021).

Generation Z:Those born from themid-1990s to circa 2010 (early 2000) Genera-

tion Z are the ‘Zoomers’, the first to have grown up in a digital age, in contrast to the

baby boomers, who grew up in the era of the car.

The generations that came after the boomers had to compete with larger pop-

ulations, which kept wages down (Duff, 2021: 25). With some generations there is

a strong cultural difference, even a clash, between them and their parents, espe-

cially between the baby boomers and their parents, who were born before the Sec-

ond World War. Generations are characterized by collective historical experience.

They are not necessarily exclusive and can overlap and co-exist.While the notion of

a generation in part reflects popular culture, the notion does correspond to some-

thing authentic that is not captured by other collective categories, such as class, gen-

der, and ethnicity. Generations are nonetheless agents of socio-cultural change, as

Karl Manheim recognized, or at least expressions of cultural change.

The arrival of Generation Z is perhaps a point of entry to the digital/postdigital

situation.
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Digitalization, the Postdigital and AI

What I am essentially doing is placing the digital in a wider context, andmore gen-

erally to interpret the current situation or the major transformations of the present

time. Digital culture and digitalization are part of the fabric of social formation. As

I suggested in the foregoing,we have to see it as part of the socio-structural context.

As I see it, the postdigital is not a term that can be applied to the wider society,

as in the notion of a digital era, as there are other designations of our time that are

more appropriate. It is a term that can only refer to digital phenomena, namely the

conversion of analogue information into other forms, such as texts, images, sounds

etc. But the notion of the postdigital does open up wider issues – in the sense it

invokes other social processes that are not themselves digital. A key point, in line

with the above reasoning, is that the current situation is one in which digitalization

is no longer new, or revolutionary. It has become the new normality. So, the ‘post’

prefix is seeking to qualify the newness of the digital and affirming a continuation

rather than a rupture with digitalization.

This characterization is consistent with the other examples I have mentioned,

especially postmodernity. However, it is perhaps worth suggesting that there may

be just one sense that marks the digital era as different. Perhaps it may be the case

that the real revolution has yet to come. I am thinking here of the potential impact

of Artificial Intelligence.Thismay not be quite within the technological limits of the

digital, but it is clearly part of the technological innovation begun by digitalization

(and the related field of nanotechnology). AI has brought the information age to a

new stage, letting aside for now whether the term ‘information age’ is an adequate

account of contemporary capitalism, as Manuel Castells argued in the 1990s.

So, I venture the claim that the most significant transformation in the digital

world is the advancement of AI.This is a major, even revolutionary transformation

of digitalization (Elliott, 2022,Nowotny,2021).Themassive amount of data that dig-

italization generates – as a result of Big Data, datafication, and algorithms – pro-

duces the need for artificial intelligence in order tomake sense of the data, which is

too large for the human mind to process. Thus, AI is given a rationale in computa-

tional decision-making. This represents a step more significant than cyber-reality,

mediated interaction that came with the digital revolution.

Now, as I said,while it is being increasingly recognized that digitalization is be-

coming the new normal – and hence the notion of the postdigital – I am not con-

vinced that this is the casewith AI as it potentiallymorphs into AGI –Artificial Gen-

eral Intelligence. We may be at an early stage in its development, but it is impor-

tant to note that this is not yet a reality. AGI refers to a super artificial intelligence

whereby robots acquire the ability to learn without being confined to performing

logistical or mechanical tasks given to them by humans. Unlike AI as it currently

stands with generative AI as itsmost advanced embodiment, AGI is a different phe-
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nomenon that is not dependent on humans for input or control. It is in effect no

longer based on the model of a machine but an autonomous form of super-intelli-

gence (Bostrum, 2016).

Castell’s famous account of the “Information Society” was characterized by a

strong sense of the capacity of human agency to control it. It was also compatible

with cosmopolitanism and the notion of autonomy that is often seen as a basis of

modernity, the fundamental impetus of freedom. But what if it were the other way

around? Is there not a danger that the new brave world of robotization/AGI repre-

sents a movement into the post-human domain – another post? What about some

of the potential technological developments yet to come? Some of these may be be-

nign, products of human intelligence and subservient to human needs. But there

are also the dystopian scenarios and potential visions of the end of humanity. The

possible rise of AGI can be seen as a postdigital development that while a continu-

ation of the digital it marks a significant movement into a new context, which has

been called the ‘new singularity’ (Kurzweil, 2005). What if it seized control? This is

a risk, which is probably implausible. It has been argued that it cannot come about

(Landgrebe & Smith, 2023). Such scenarios are of course examples of the very long

term, but they do give a sense of the direction of technological transformation that

has already begun, since the fear now is that such developments could come about

as a result of things spiralling out of control following on from, as yet, unanticipated

technological innovation.Were such a scenario to come to pass we would definitely

be in the domain of the postdigital in a more ominous sense of the term.

Conclusions

Cultural change today is more bound up with technological change than ever be-

fore.The transformation of digitalization by AI is one of the greatest developments

in the structural context. It is obviously not specific to the EU. One outcome of cul-

tural change arising from digitalization is the fragmentation of consciousness.The

individual lacks not a direct relation to social reality, but also lacks a mediated one

since there is onlymediatization.There are potential advantages for the future from

AI, but also great dangers in developments around super intelligent machines that

go beyond the dangers that lurk in algorithmic governance. It is impossible to draw

clear conclusions about future trends from the current situation. It may be the case

that our fears of AI are related to anxiety about the unknown.

This relates to a wider aspect of our historical present, namely the fact of deep

anxiety that is probably a product of a great deal of uncertainty in many areas of

social life. As mentioned, precarity has now extended into the middle class and in-

creased social polarization has led to a more volatile political context that is now

complicated by climate change. While there is some justification in seeing in the
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present the signs of a permacrisis – a concatenation of multiple crises – democracy

is not static and a major force in the world, as is cosmopolitanism. Cosmopolitan

sensibilities are most evident in young people, who are today especially in Europe

more likely to be university educated than their parents, as well as beingmore digi-

talized in their lifestyles. Itmay quite well transpire that the generational difference

will play amajor role in shaping the future. At themoment, this is largely expressed

asa cultural clash,but it has thepotential tobecomeagreater forceof change.For the

first time the current generation of young people will be less well off than their par-

ents.The resulting discontent has not yet found a political voice.This is a contrast to

the discontent of older people, whose experience of loss of status in our digitalized

and globalized societies has found a voice in authoritarian and anti-cosmopolitan

politics.
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